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ABSTRACT

3
- -

‘The trend%toward delayed parenthood, coupled with the virtual heglect'

of dlder parents in studies of the timing of parenthood, provides a rationale

-

for shifting empﬁasis to parentallggg:in research on parenging. Findings of
two empirical studies are preséﬁied. The first involved adminiété;ing the
‘Child Rearing Practices Repoft‘to 65 adglts gnd asking them to describe their'.'
parents' chiidrearingvattitudes. Results.suggesp that those respondehts who
were born when théir parénté wére agé 33 or o%gér percéived their parents
.as beingdqérmer and less 1ikeiy toAédhere to s&etebtypic pérentallroles.
The second study was a secondary analysis of obsérvational dat; colleé;ed
in the homes of 52 families. Multiple‘regression analyses iﬁdicate\tha;

parental age effects are more apparent for mothers than for fathers. Women

Y

who are -older when their children are born maintain higﬁer levels of inter-
action.with those cﬁildren and a?e more positively disposed toward them.

° Further research to explofe the timing of parenthood from the parent's
perspective_is‘recommended. .In addition, the possibility that delayed —
.parenth;od may reéresent an adaptive mechanism fer coping with a depressed

economic climate 1is discussed,. . -

v L)




qhiftiny lmphjsls From Parental Youth to. Parcntal Age
Tn Studies of the Timing of Parenthood:
Rationale, Research Findings, and thommendations

In their efforts to understand the nature-of the parent-child relationship

and its effect on child. development, famlly researchers have identified

+

parental age as one variable of interest. They have examined this con-

Loy

cept,. however, within a limited context. Nearly all studies of the effects

-4

of parental age compare adolescent parents with those who give birth in

]

their twenties (e.g. Moore & Hofferth, 1978; Philliber & Graham, 1981). The ’

emphasis has been placed on parental "youth" rather than parental 'age" in

studies”of.the timing of parenthood. Merely for the sake of conprehensiueness,
then, family researchers should give attention to parents who are older
when their children are born. L. ' ‘ Vg? ‘a

The limited context within which researchers have considered'effects ofl
parental age appears not only with regard %o'its use as.an independent variable,
but exténds also to the dependent variables it has been used to predict. That
is, age of parent has usually neen looked at in-terms of how it influences
child development.r Falpo and Richman (1978) measurednachievenenf anivatibn
among college—aoedﬁsons and found-a significant neoative relationship between.
father{s age and need for achievement. A similar tactichuas used in a study
which looked at the effect of maternal age on intelligence test scores of
sons (Zybert; Stein & Belmcnt, 1978). Their finding of a positive correlation
between maternal~age at uirth and subsequent intellectual ability of sons ds

, t
conslstent with the assumption that ape of parent should be Included ns a

.

research variable because of its pOthtidl impact on child development.

An alternative to f0cusing on the outcome of parenting is to consider

3

how parental age might influence the process of parenting. That is, given

the evidence, albeit scdnt, that parental age hns consequences for a child

b

‘ 4
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it becomes 1mportant to con51der the mechanlsmq involved. What “are the

parental behaviors associated with age which might ultimately lead;to differ-

ences ‘among children in developmental outcomes such as levels of achievement

[}

motiyation and intelligence? This attention to parenting behavior is important

not only for explaining child—reiated outcomes of parental age, but also for

contributing to our knowledge of parenthood from the perspective of the parent.

]

':Nydegget (1973) addressed this latter age issue among fathers and found that

t

earlier fathering was associated with greater role strain, while later fathers

-

were more-"casy" and “composed" with respect to the paternal role and showed
. _ : .

less acceptance of stereptypical parental roles. -Younger fathers saw them- -
. . . . : o : B

selves ‘as mentors for their children, whereas older fathers regarded themselves

as benevolent overseers. .

It .seems partlcularly 1mportant to focus attention on older parentlng 4n

view of current trends in family planning. More women are postponing mother-

T
-

hood, birth rates for women in their late twenties andvear1y=thirties are

increasing (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 19803);_and the mean age of childbearing

P " . PR .

is expected to continue to increase (¥.S. Bureau of the Census, 1977). Between

1975 and 1979 there was a 9% increase in the number of births to women ages

15-39 and a 26% increase in births among 30-34-year-old women (U.S. Bureau of

the Census, 1980b). Advances in medlcal technology have made it phy51cally

_ possible for more women to have chlldren later in life if they choose to do so.

.
I3

(U.S. Department of Agriculture, 1981), Many couples may choose to poetpone

The women's movemdnt and consequent emphasis on careers for women has made
delaying mothorhond destrable for many wnmvn in order to be ablo Lo puEsue
their cducations and ostablish carcers (Hof fman, 97{). Purthormoro chlldren-
now rebresent more of an economic Liability than‘ever before. The cost of

raising a child from birth to age 18 has reached nearly $80,000 in 1980 dollars

o
- -
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' - having children unitil they have had time to build a strong financial founda-

°

tion. 1Indeed, couples who delay parenthood are most 1ike1y to cite economic
motlves, such as sav1ng for a housc‘ as thc rcason (Yonng, 1977) Finally,
,the prevalencc of *divorce, particularly among youns; couplcs (Click 1980) and

ensuing ‘second marriages may result in h tendency to bear children later in.
o : ‘ .

1ife'as part of establishing a second family.

The increasing incidence of .later parenthood, coupled with the dearth of

, , : N . c
o ©  empirical research inte its consequences, should provic sufficient rationale
§ 2 . N

for shifting our emphasis from parcntal youth to parental age in research on the -

Pl

timing of parenthood. Yet, a th1rd line of evidence can strengthen the argument.

A review of popular 11terature reveals that over the past six years 16 magazine

.
IS

articles dealing with delayed parenthood have appeared (see Appendlx A). In
addition, at least one book on the subject has been publlshed.h All of these
p1eces are based on personal accounts, journalisitc impress1ons, and/or "’
medical opinions. In contrast, only one empirical study of older parents has
been published in a professlonal journal (&f., Zybert, Ste1n & Belmont, 1978).

This suggests that the general public wants to know about the consequences of

delayed parenthood and that family researchers.are,d01n5 an 1nadequate‘Job -

of meeting this information need. - Those of us who believe that the ultimate
purpose of research is to enhance the.well—being of the population should

gear our scientific endeavors to fit the interests of our constituents. .This
argument is particularly cogent in light of current funding cuts which will

©

rcquirc us tn‘juvtify our activitios.

GLVEH the above rationale, the prescnt author has undertaken research
[ i,

Ito identify childrearing practices associated w1th parental age. Results of

.

two separate‘Studies will be presented. 1In the first study (Richardson &

Hartley, 1980), 65 adults selected for age, sex, ordinal position, and their

'

Q ' : , ‘ - ' 6
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parents' age and socioeconomic status completed a Child Rearing Practdces
Report (Block, 1965). ‘'This instrument, which consists of 91 statements

appropriate for' the description of both maternal and paternal childréaring'

>

‘attitudes and values was admidistered.as a Q-sort. Subjects sorted the

©

cards on a scale from 1 (most undescriptive) to 7 (most descriptive) based
. v
on how characteristic each statement was of the. subject's interactions with
his -or her parents as a child of elementary school age. Sample items are
. ° 2 ’ )

statements such as "My mother believed that children should be seen and not

heard", or "My mother took my .preferences into account in making plans for

the family." g

Respondeﬁts' ratings of their parents' éhiidreariﬁg practices were used
to look for &ifferences between older péreﬁts (age 33 or oléer when respondent
was bqrn) and younger parents (under age 33 when respondent was born);
Multiple ana;yseg of vafianée revealed that older parents -were more iikel&
than younger parents to be descriﬁed as warm and_indulgent,with,their children
(F(1,54)=5.03, p£.03). In addition, older pa;:nts wereuseen as adhering less
to stereotypic parental roles (F(1,54)=3.91; p€.05). Older parents also

appeared to be 1essy1ike1§ to use physical®punishment, although this trend

' 9
was not statistically significant. These findings support the conclusion that

-

‘the trend toward later parenthood will be accompanied by changes in childrearing.

'

practices.
A second study used in=home -obscrvational data to further explore the
. s 3 . )
fmpact of parental ape on parental behavior and to corvoborate the above

llndlﬁgs with a more valid measurement  Instrument. The data were ordginally

" collected for a study of abusive, neglectful, and normal families (Bufgess &

v

Conger, 1978). In-home observations of 52 families were. conducted to obtain

rates (recorded as’' mean response rates per minute)~of maternal and paternal .
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behavior within each mother-child .nd father-child dyad. Families were ob-
served'dUring”fOur"different~l% hour sessions in which they were given con-

struction, skill, pnd discussion tasks to engage in. Along with mere
quantity of behavior, rates-also reflect the quality of the attention
. s -

directed by the parent:td»the child.. A behdvior was scored as positivé if it

]
Ll

indicated vetbal or physical liking, approval, or support of the child's
o ' actions, characteristics or poséessions. To be scoréd as negative, a behavior
had to include a statément or physical demonstratien that indicated dislike,

. _ 2 .
“s disapproval, or lack of support of the child's actions, characteristics or

possessio&%. . .

-

Recognizing that any parental.agé'effects mightlbgMQEQenEated.or amplified

. by other factors, child age and birthv0£ﬂer, family size and density, as well

as parent age and parent-child age differende were included as independent

variables in this study. A series of multiple regression analisés were con-

ducted to determine the importance of parental age in predicting the quantity

-

‘ . .
. and quality of attention divected by a parént to any given child. Additionally,

the nature of. the data set allowed consideration of whether beimg an older

parent 1s differeﬁtialiy important in abusive, neglectful, and normal familties.

. L .
Results indicate that the timiug of parenthdod does have an -impact on ¢ R

s . e v

e e « ¥

-———.gubsequent parental behavior. This parental age efflect is most apparent for
mothers while only minimally and insignificantly present In the-data for. .

fathers. As shown in Tables 1 and 2, it appears that maternal age- is nega- .

Al
e ‘ tively assoclated with $ha quantity of both verbal behavior and physical

4

behavior that a mother directs to her child. The resplts presented dn Table

Insert Tables 1 and 2 about here :
% .

«indicate that this trend is modified, however, if there is 4 large age diff-

erence between mother and child.  Mothers who have their children at a later:

]

FRIC | ' 8 '
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age show less of a decrease in behavior with age than do mothers who are

. to hig’er relative rates of positive attention from mother to child. That is,

‘to-investigate the timing of parenthood from the parent':~perspeétive. There - -

‘has been some speculation tlrmt couples who have a child at‘a relatively older

. peers (Ripdqus & Bumpass, 1976). They will thus lose an important source ;

¢

éi S o ’ i : Pércntnt}Agc
. . ‘ ' . 6.

[N

v

younger when their children are born. Perhaps more important is the finding,

presented in Table 3, that being an older mother—is significantly related

i Insert Tqble‘Biapout‘here

of all maternal behavior directed toward a ch11d, a greater proportion of that
o & . -

behavior is positive if the mother~is an qlder parent. Thus, the conc1u51on

«

from these analyses seems to be that a mother who gives birth to a chila'at

a later age maintains a higher and more positive level of interaction with

that child even when she is older. Later motherhood results in a more positive

dlspositlon towara‘bneLS’children. Results within each of the three fam11y

- 3

types show that these findings are most pervasive among control families,

only minimally present in abusive families, and eompletely absent in neglect-
) : : : :

ful families. : o , ‘ .

i .
“ . ]
- .

On ‘the basis of the abovo'disruﬁsion, several recommendations can be

%

offered. One Jq Lhat the issue of older parenting is worthy of consideration Cov
by family researchers. WOrk on this topic promises to be both time]y and

fruitful. The studies reported here have only begun to assess the impact

of delayed parenthood cn the parent—child relationship. Furthermore, we need

age will, throughout the childrearing years, be out of phase with thelr age

of advice and support in the childrearing process. On the more positive

_ side, however, these same parents will be under less pressure to have more

"children and will usually ‘end up with smaller famllies (Rlndfuss & Bumpass, 1976).

I

.

9
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Along with pursuing: further resenrch, we need to consider practical

£y
X

,imp}ications of older parenting. . Deldyed parenthood may represent an adaptlve

mechanism for coping with a depressed economic climate. By aliow1ng both
i . i o y

' husband and wife to spend more time in the labor force, it increases the .

3

. LS X oo .
financial assets a couple has when they enter parenthood. Postponing parent-

—

. 1

hood inherently decreases the number of years available  for childbearing,
-~which results in fewer children and ultimately fewer economic demands within

N

the famlly. In addition, the trend toward 1ater parenthood may indicate -that

-more women are ch0651ng a sequentlal approach to workrfamlly involvement
- "' whereby they 41lternate participation in work and family.roles across the life

cycle(Daniels & Weingarten,,l982). This role sequencing may have the advan-
< »g . \ Lo - L3N

tage of shifting the stages‘in the~work—fami1y life cycles, which in turn may

reduce some of the traditional role demands on women' performing work and

°

A f_énilly Foles.  ~If—-a-woman. has reached t:he mlddle career" st:age of the work '

-

11fe cycle Before her first child is born, the econom1c pressures and role
. &>
o ' demands which confront most worklng mothers will be reduced (Voydanoff 1980).

. Finally, other imprlcatrons of the trend toward older parenthood might include

" a need to develpp support systems for oidur-parcnts,vas well as a recognition
' that delaying parenthood may be one way of preventing dysfunctional;nrenting;
. .

<
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